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Abstract
The increasing importance of reflexivity within social research highlights the importance of the construction of knowledge in relation to the research endeavour.  However, researcher-orientated notions of reflexivity can often relegate a discussion of participant reflexivity.  Drawing on two motifs that emerged during the analysis of interview data from one research project, I argue that developing Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus, practical mastery and symbolic mastery allow us to understand how reflexivity-in-practice is situated and enacted by both parties involved in the research interaction, and how such ‘sticky moments’ help us work towards a more participant-focussed mode of reflexivity. In situating the paper within larger social research debates, I suggest that ascribing a more active role to interview participants as reflexive subjects can help to address some of the wider ethical debates over the role and positioning of participants in the research process.
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Introduction
Despite the emergence of new and innovative ways of carrying out research, the face to face interview remains one of the most popular forms of data gathering, used in some form within 70-90% of social research projects (Gubrium and Holstein, 2002; Platt, 2002). However, the challenge of conducting analysis or presenting findings in a way that sensitively captures the multiple levels of a research encounter remains one of the biggest challenges for the qualitative researcher. This partly derives from trends in data capturing where recording and transcription often result in a two-dimensional artefact, reducing the richness of interactions to ‘tape recorder sociologies’ (Bourdieu, 2000: 618).  However, there are larger concerns over knowledge and positioning that have remained an enduring problem when conducting research. In looking to address these complexities, a critical mass of literature spanning across the social sciences has contested the meaning, subjectivity and epistemological assumptions surrounding the research process under the broad rubric of reflexivity. Evolving primarily from feminist research, reflexivity has become a priority on the research agenda, focussing on the construction of knowledge and power as an inherently social process (Oakley, 1981; Wasserfall, 1993; Ramazanoglu and Holland, 2002), often leading to a ‘postepistemological stance’ (Rouse, 2004: 361).

Consequently, the interview has been a focal point for deconstructing the production of knowledge within research, leading to epistemological concerns over how we come to understand or represent another person’s ‘world view’. However, when translated into concerns over method or analysis within the Academy, reflexivity is often limited to either an analysis of the dynamics between the interviewer and interviewee (e.g Wasserfall, 1993; Arendell, 1997; Briggs, 2002; Koole, 2003) or warnings of biases caused by the disposition of the researcher. Attempts to escape this level of self-reflexion have included ‘injecting’ reflexivity into interviews through the type of questions asked or introducing a longitudinal element to research (e.g. McLeod, 2003). In exploring the ways in which we may ‘do’ reflexivity, Mauthner and Doucet (2003) argue that a voice-centred mode of analysis, where columned pages show the conventional thematic analysis of text alongside research reflexions, can facilitate the development of a reflexive analysis. However, once again, this places the researcher at the epicentre of any discussion of reflexivity. Other accounts attempt to conceptualise the participant as a reflexive subject, as seen in the work of Alvesson (2003: 14), who proposes a ‘reflexive pragmatism view of the interview’.  By considering ways in which a participant’s account may be analysed as a reflexive product, we can understand the interview as producing multiple realities without falling into a spiral of self-reflexivity. However, whilst Alvesson suggests this approach may help identify different positions upheld by the participant during the research process (ibid: 28), there is little to suggest how these are integrated into the analysis, or whether there is any due consideration of a self-analysis of the interview context by participants themselves.

In order to develop our understanding of interview reflexivity, this article seeks to consider ways of introducing participant-situated reflexivity into the research process through exploring the reflexive work of both parties involved in an interview. By drawing on Bourdieu’s concepts of practical and symbolic mastery, it discusses the way in which the participants’ ‘perspectivism’ (Bourdieu et al., 1999) may be incorporated into the analysis. Using two ‘sticky moments’ that emerged during one research project, where the situatedness and assumptions of interview protocol and research context were actively questioned or broken down, I focus on how a participant centred reading of interview transcripts and consideration of personal biographies can be a source of participant-focussed reflexivity. In situating this argument within the larger move towards encouraging ethically-sound research practice via participant-active approaches, I conclude that if the research interview is to continue being a widely-used research tool, we must acknowledge the value of the participant as a reflexive subject. 

Enabling Participant Reflexivity through Bourdieu
In the world of the contemporary researcher, intensification of work and continual pressures of project deadlines can mean that the complex process of sense-making involved in reflexive endeavours can be achieved only retrospectively, when we catch our breath after an interview or indulge ourselves in spending hours with the data.  However, in his call for real-time reflexivity, Weick (2002: 897) argues that ‘an observational moment when something unexpected occurs is an ideal time to get a quick glimpse of a presupposition or tendency that may affect observing, interpretation and acting’. For Weick, reflexivity does not necessarily require us to have both a substantial temporal and physical distance from the event or phenomena under study.  Rather, we should compare those reflexive moments ‘in time’ during the interview to those moments ‘after the time’ when the interview becomes an artefact. Conceptualising reflexivity as something that is practised within (rather than upon) the interview and consequently emerging through socialized activity opens up a new avenue of reflexive consideration in relation to all participants involved in the research process.

Weick’s notion of ‘real-time reflexivity’ invites a distinction between reflexive practices vis a vis reflective practices.  Surprisingly, this line has rarely been explicitly drawn. A number of scholars, mainly in relation to concerns over individual agency, have viewed reflexivity as self-conscious consideration.  For example, McNay (2000: 5) understands reflexivity as ‘the critical awareness that arises from a self-conscious relation with the other’, whilst Skeggs (2004) suggests that an ability to stand outside oneself is one of the key dimensions of the reflexive self.  However, similar definitions have been given for reflection, particularly within critical studies of pedagogical practices (c.f. Schön, 1983; Moon, 1999). In order to make a distinction, we turn to Giddens (1991), who provides us with two points of reference when discussing reflexivity. Firstly, similar to Weick, Giddens’ thesis considers the temporal dimension of reflexivity. Reflexivity can be seen as embedded in the moment, as well as after that moment has passed, similar to Weick’s ‘in-time’ reflexivity.  This contrasts to pedagogical notions of critical reflection which occurs mainly after the activity or interaction, suggesting that a temporal distance from the task or practice is required. The second distinction concerns the epistemological consequences of reflexive processes. Giddens (1991: 76) argues that from reflexive processes must emerge some form of change, since we question not only ourselves and our position to the world, but the world itself and what we know about it. Such an interrogation of our own frameworks of knowing is rarely cited as a prerequisite for reflective practices. Therefore, we can understand reflection as an important component of reflexivity, a tool one may use to consider their actions in relation to the social world. However, reflexivity also requires a fundamental re-questioning of what is knowable within a given context, and for this questioning to inform or shape current or subsequent practice. Most importantly, this ability to engage in reflexive practices is not exclusively the domain of the researcher.

Similar to Weick’s assertion that we, as researchers, are ‘not the point’ (2002: 898), Bourdieu’s reflexive sociology seeks to escape the ‘self-fascinated observation of the observer’s writings and feelings’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 72) through developing the notion of epistemic reflexivity, where the processes of objectification we undertake as researchers become the focus of analysis itself. Whilst Bourdieu’s more general intellectual campaign rests on a theory of practice, notably through the concepts of field, capital and habitus (for an overview of these concepts, c.f. Everett, 2002), his work also explicitly assesses the reflexive challenges within sociology, particularly the ways that sociologists seek to grasp the meaning of the research subject’s world (Bourdieu, 1996; 2000; Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). However, in stressing that reflexivity should be a collective endeavour of the intellectual field, Bourdieu leaves us with little indication of how reflexivity should be conceptualised at the level of individual research practices. Nonetheless, developing his wider vocabulary of concepts can help us consider a practice-based notion of reflexivity.  Herein, I discuss how the terms ‘symbolic mastery’ and ‘practical mastery’ can be employed to conceptualise the fluidity between an individual’s visceral practices and more reflexive levels of knowing.

Practical mastery (also termed le sens practique or practical sense) is seen as an implicit and pre-reflective feel for the game. Bourdieu suggests that practical mastery is informed by learned experiences and dispositions inculcated into the habitus, which guides action within different social arenas (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992).  This is in contrast to a further dimension of the habitus, introduced briefly in Bourdieu’s earlier work (1977), but further developed in relation to the study of sociology as a research practice.  Here Bourdieu states that the social science researcher must become a ‘director of consciousness’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 252; see also Bourdieu, 1990; Bourdieu et al., 1999) through symbolic mastery, understood as a ‘conscious recognition and verbal expression’ (Bourdieu, 1977:  88). This is derived from the level of knowing discussed as practical mastery, but evolves to become more abstracted knowledge in relation to a specific practice (Bourdieu, 1990; Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990). Symbolic mastery therefore implies a level of creative endeavour by the agent to negotiate their way in the field through considering different perspectives concerned with ‘knowing the world’. Whilst some have questioned the incompatibility of practical/symbolic mastery (e.g. Brubaker, 1993: 225), Crossley (2004; 2005) shows that the habitus’ reflexive potential does not only sit alongside the habitus, but is crucial to its construction. This argument is illustrated by exploring the concept of the reflexive body where we have the potential to ‘objectify’ and distance ourselves from our bodies whilst still being situated within them. Similarly, Sayer (1999: 418) suggests that a number of Bourdieu’s assertions presuppose individuals as having ‘the potential to reflect critically on their situation, including their habitus’, although Bourdieu himself is less forthcoming in explicitly endorsing this idea.

If we understand a dynamic relationship between practical and symbolic mastery as a means of conceptualizing the reflexive potential of agents, a significant debate arises concerning the coexistence or movement between these two dimensions.  Adkins (2003) suggests that the key to this dilemma lies in the notion of disjuncture between the habitus and field as a catalyst for reflexive, symbolic mastery.  She suggests that the habitus serves to inform (though not determine) current practice through the amalgamation of interactions experienced in the past (Bourdieu, 1990).  Whilst there is always a level of improvising involved in linking the expectations of the habitus to the current situation, this is usually lessened by the individual being attracted to fields and positions within fields where they feel like a ‘fish in water’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 127).  However, when this ‘gap’ between expectation and situation becomes too large, the individual is aware of a profound ‘lack of fit’ between the expectations we have derived from the habitus and the current field of practice they are situated within (McNay, 1999; Adkins, 2003). The ‘gap’ thesis thus states that ‘when the adjustment between habitus and field is broken (it) increase(s) possibilities…for critical reflection on previously habituated forms of action’ (Adkins, 2003: 27). 

However, in both Adkins and Sayer’s work, there once again seems to be a reduction, at least semantically, to reflexivity being no more than ‘critical reflection’. I would argue that the notion of displacement opens up a more radical mode of reflexivity where not only may the individual reflect on the situation or positionality per se, but interrogate their own way of understanding that world, a mode of thinking that requires some form of epistemological interruption. This allows us to understand reflexivity in interviews where participants consciously consider themselves in relation to their own production of knowledge. It appears that such an idea is not contradicting Bourdieu’s original thesis but complements his notion of perspectivism, ‘multiple perspectives that correspond to the multiplicity of coexisting, and sometimes directly competing, points of view’ (Bourdieu et al., 1999: 3).  These moments during the interview provide sites for reflexivity, serving as a launch pad from which alternative epistemological perspectives are actively proposed by the participant. These considerations can then provide a lens through which a thematically driven analysis is conducted. 

‘Sticky Moments’ in Research Interviews
Before turning to our empirical discussion, it is worth pausing for a small personal account of the project itself, and the reasons it led to the development of this article. The two themes discussed herein are drawn from a larger research project exploring organizational age inequalities and ageing identities within the workplace. The interviews, each lasting on average one and a half hours were digitally recorded and accompanied by post-interview field notes and a research diary. Together, these documents provided a means of applying researcher-centred techniques commonly viewed as reflexive (e.g. Hertz, 1997). For example, as well as documenting my journey through the project, the research diary was used to question my epistemological assumptions or positioning (Nadin and Cassell, 2006), and provided details of my personal, fluctuating relationship with the research theme, subjects, and the data that was derived from the project, akin to approaches taken in ethnographic studies (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007). These were developed into an alternative narrative beside the interview data, similar to Mauthner and Doucet’s (2003: 419) ‘reader-response’, where the researcher relates herself to the text in terms of biography, background and reaction. However, since NVivo (version 6) was being used for the project, this was carried out electronically by using a different coloured text, rather than two hand-written columns. 

In undertaking the interviews, I was aware that the trans-narrative dimensions appeared to play a significant role in the interview. The immediate challenge was to ensure these rich insights were not erased from the page during the transcription phase. As trends towards outsourcing the process of turning voice into text become more popular, it is vital that there is an understanding within the transcription team about ‘ad verbatim’. In this project it was found that giving the transcriptionists an overview of the project prevented any well-meaning transcribers ‘streamlining’ interviews. Upon analysing the interviews, possible reflexive moments were often signalled by participants ‘stepping outside’ traditional interview protocol (Mason, 2002).  It became apparent that whilst these moments were picked out by myself as researcher, the reflexive considerations were participant-led. Whilst the duration of such moments varied significantly, it appeared important that they were often accompanied by either long pauses or one person talking over the other.  The discomfort felt during these instances mirrored ‘sticky events’, a term used describe the deliberate introduction of contentious or controversial points by the interviewer or a technique employed in critical incident analysis (e.g. Doel and Sawdon, 1995). Drawing from this idea, I use the term ‘sticky moments’, understood as participant-induced reflexivity, to represent the temporary suspension of conventional dialogues that affect the structure and subsequent production of data. In the context of this project, these were often triggered by the research theme itself or the embodied nature of the research interaction, where age was interpreted by participants as visibly ‘written’ on the researcher’s body in a way that contradicted their expectations or preconceptions concerning the research interaction.


Sticky Moment 1: Conflating the Researcher and the Research
As McCorkel and Myers (2003) note, the position occupied by the researcher in relation to the participant has an influence over the production of data, subsequently affecting the researcher’s relationship with the research topic. In a number of interviews, participants would break the performative ‘staging’ of the interaction through interjections about the context or parameters of the interview, very similar to the way participants had asserted the boundaries of exchange reported in other studies (e.g. Cant and Sharma, 1998). Yet participants also sought to make a connection between the researcher and the research theme. It appeared that many had assumed I would be older than I appeared; in all but 3 interviews, participants commented on my own (perceived) age as unusual. Comments ranged from ‘How old are you? I’m only asking as you look so young!’ (Lydia, 23) to ‘goodness, I was expecting someone much older’ (Martin, 43).  It is difficult to assess whether this was because the research topic itself made individuals more aware of the interaction in age-related terms, of whether there was a mismatch between expectations of how old a researcher should be. Either way, this resulted in participants seeking to rationalise my position in relation to the topic.

‘It would be hard for you to understand…what it feels like when you’re working hard, making sure your skills are up to date and then you don’t get the promotion because of a high flyer – I don’t know, maybe your colleagues feel the same about you (laughs)!’    (Jackie, 60)

From these discussions often emerged a positioning of the researcher in relation to my own experiential knowledge of age inequality, at least as hypothesized by the participants as someone more likely to perpetrate rather than be susceptible to ageism. Yet this ‘lack of fit’ as asserted by the participants surfaced throughout the interviews, particularly when discussing their own experiences of age discrimination, assuming I would not be able to empathise with their experiences.  The perceived lack of knowing that was thrust upon me appeared to emerge from how young I looked, silently shaping the interaction although often limited to passing comments.  This raised challenges in mediating these comments within a larger analytical framework, since I, as ‘the researcher’, appeared to be used as an artefact that affected their production and communication of knowledge. The tensions in considering this as a valid mode of analysis grew during the coding stages of data where contradictions emerged between following a more traditional mode of thematic coding and introducing reflexive considerations.  Should it carry as much ‘weight’ as traditional analytical techniques, or would it simply provide a convenient ‘safety net’ to help explain a passage that can otherwise not be understood through thematic coding? Of course, to relegate reflexive analysis to such a position remains a temptation when seeking to provide a sanitised, lucid account of research, but ultimately skews the final account we produce.

The participants also wished to discuss why I would want to discuss the topic when they deemed it of little personal relevance.  In this sense, the research interview moved away from discussing their own experiences, to questioning my motives:

‘I saw that on the web you’re a PhD student…you know, this is a good thing for you to get into –when I completed my MBA my dissertation was about ageism so I thought good for you, so you see, I volunteered’.  (David, 40)

Rather than being positioned as the ‘sympathetic observer’, a role discussed by Hardy et al. (2001: 544), participants consciously made sense of the relationship between myself and what I was researching, questioning what I was looking to ‘gain’ from the interview.  The awareness of my (then) student status appeared to alter the stories they chose to divulged, where they would often precede or end their narratives with ‘here’s a juicy one’ (Rose, 44), or ‘that’s a good example for you’ (Tara, 40).  The interviews were not only an academic exercise, but seen as a means obtaining ‘useful life lessons from this interview’ (Patricia, 52). Subsequently, the idea of ‘researcher/research conflation’ became a node within my NVivo coding file, allowing me to relate this node to other themes that emerged throughout the interview.  I was then able to see whether such comments or interjections overlapped with key themes that had emerged during the interview. In this instance, it appeared that ‘researcher/research conflation’ coincided with codes related to the personal importance of ageism as a potential form of discrimination, which became one of the main means of justifying age inequality in organizations.

Participants’ ideas of ‘why’ we, as researchers, research certain subjects is therefore of key importance when considering who we interview, and why they might want to be interviewed.  Yet this question should be turned back onto the researcher and related to how and why the researcher chose to research the subject initially. As Weick (2002) and Roberts and Sanders (2005) argue, reflexive considerations should not be temporally bound to a moment during fieldwork or analysis and should consider include longitudinal reflexion. This process of participant objectification ‘requires a break with the deepest and most unconscious adherences and adhesions, those that quite often give the object its very “interest” for those who study it’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 253; see also Bourdieu, 1998; 2003). In attempting to uncover these conventions and how they may have shaped the project, written artefacts emerging from the whole research process were incorporated into the analysis. A number of documents were scanned in and linked to the project file within NVivo then coded alongside the interview data, such as the initial funding application, field notes and excerpts from my research diary. Upon analysis, it appeared that my relationship to the project had developed emotionally, with more discussion of how it related to my past after carrying out my fieldwork, such as the anxiety I felt about a family member leaving his job at 50. Yet at the same time, despite supporting social justice causes in relation to age equality, my earlier ‘self’ had also been rather strategic in why I began studying age discrimination:  it was a priority research area for my funding body, and with my research coinciding with the introduction of the Employment Equality (Age) Regulations (2006), I felt the data would be highly publishable. It was not planned or intentional at first to use these documents in such a way, yet they had allowed me to take a glance to the past; to view my own reasons for researching this area at a time when I was less knowledgeable about the topic, or the concept of reflexivity itself.

Moving these writings from reflection to reflexion within the analysis required further consideration of how the variety of positions upheld by (past and present) identities had shaped the subsequent interpretation of the data.  This not only included my own positionality in relation to the research areas before, during and after fieldwork, but required ascribing an active role to participants in the analysis of our co-produced text. To do this meant returning to the participants themselves and discussing the interview dialogue. For example, when presented with a three columned document made up of an excerpt from his own interview (quotation on previous page), my analysis of data and sections of my biographical documents were linked through the coding structure within the NVivo project, David suggested that mentioning his MBA: 

…did have an important role in shaping what I said I think. I could see the way things (in his place of work) were changing, for me, I was becoming more and more aware of stories of discrimination -  partly because I was getting older but has also because of what I studied in my MBA...it was a chicken and egg situation…so, I could see that why your questions must have been driven by your own real-life concerns, even if they didn’t happen to you.                                       (David, 40)

Without falling into a cycle of an analysis of analysis, it appear that David was aware that his educational experiences had altered his own sensitivity towards the subject, and had thus altered his opinions and world-view, both in the articulation of his ideas and how he conducted himself within the interview. Although Bourdieu suggests that a more intensive mode of ‘induced and accompanied self-analysis’ should have occurred during the initial research interaction (Bourdieu, 2000:  615), it seemed that providing participants with a chance to engage with a voice that sits ‘on top’ of the initial interview data helped to facilitate an open exchange of different positions we had each taken.

Besides the challenges of interpreting the participant’s voice using academic terminology without losing meaning or judging the value of their contributions to the analysis, there were a number of other limitations.  Firstly, it was time consuming: as well as undertaking multiple stages of coding, assimilating and analysing documents that were not initially intended for analysis (in terms of the format they were in) added on hours to the research process.  Secondly, whilst all participants were invited to participate in a post-interview discussion, only three agreed to meet again, either due to time constraints, or stating they felt uncomfortable in ‘playing back’ their discussions.  Finally, as researcher, I had picked out what I saw as ‘key parts’ of the interview myself, to ensure that I kept within the time constraints of the second research interactions (although participants had been invited to comment on any part of the original transcript they had been sent).  It could be argued that even though I was asking participants to become involved in analysing the co-production of knowledge, I was setting out the parameters within which this was done, potentially reverting back to a researcher-centred form of reflexivity.

Sticky Moment 2: Between Ageing and Age-less Identities
The construction of identities within the research interview has warranted significant scholarly attention in relation to the production of knowledge, particularly within feminist-driven research (e.g. Oakley, 1981). However, less has been written about age dynamics and research relationships. When conducting interviews, I was twenty-four and often asked my age by potential participants prior to the interview. Some stated that they had looked up my details previously on my Institution’s web page, although this only contained an outline of research, not a photograph or date of birth. In turn, whilst I had deliberately not asked participants’ date of birth since it may be deemed a sensitive issue, many respondents disclosed their age, often framed by questioning how equipped I was to understand their narratives. Subsequently, the constructed distance between my own age and participant’s age was often situated at the centre of discussions about who should be regarded as ‘older’, often arguing that their opinion would be different to my own interpretation. There was also an eagerness by participants to ensure that my own age was not going to act as a skewed perceptual filter when interpreting their dialogue during analysis.  In some senses, this produced a very detailed interaction, where terms that may have been taken for granted were discussed at length by the participant. Yet these processes of differentiation (rather than creation of ‘difference’) were not as simple as an ontologically driven ‘other’. It was assumed that as I moved further along the ageing spectrum, my ‘future self’ would come to have better understanding ‘in 20 years time’ (Ingrid, 50’s) or ‘when you have kids’ (Patricia, 50).

The contrast of different ‘aged’ selves and their effect on epistemological commitments also involved introspective processes of reflexion. Participants’ comparison of their past and present selves as holding contrasting epistemological standpoints created ‘reflexive spaces’ through the temporal disjuncture of the self. Acknowledging that they may have held different views of the world at various points of their life provided a springboard to question whether their past opinions contrasted with their current epistemological positioning. Exploring the different views discussed by the participants alongside the construction of their various subject positions (past or present selves) created an iterative coding strategy that moved between a levels of narrative focused on the thematic content, and on the reflexive considerations of the participant.  

One example that emerged from an analysis of these moments was a retrospective comparison between their current ageing selves and their younger selves, considering how ‘they’ may have held different ideas or ‘different takes’ (Amy, 38):

‘What I do know is that twenty years ago, I wouldn’t have bothered with this kind of thing, who was being promoted over me or who was being made redundant.  There is a kind of immunity that comes with being young.  I suppose I was on the winning side then… I probably wouldn’t have bothered to contact you about the interview’. (Bob, 50’s)

In one sense, Bob, who was recently made redundant, appears to encapsulate Bourdieu’s notion of the ‘lucidity of the excluded’ (McNay, 2000: 69), where his relegation from a position of assuming employment compares to his current position where he is aware of a lack of opportunity. This ‘upset’ allows him to acknowledge that he is now situated differently in the world to where he once was as a younger man, thus causing him to reassess the situation. Whilst this relates to a possible reflexion on his own actions outwith the interview, the acknowledgement of dissonance between his current outlook and previous disposition were mentioned throughout the interview. As well as this change of stance used to justifying his initial agreement to participate,  responses were often qualified by stating he was aware that his answers may have been different earlier in his career. 

Conclusion: Towards Responsible Reflexion?
This article opened by calling for a consideration of real-time reflexivity as a means of reconfiguring the participant within epistemological research debates. In one sense, the researcher remains central to this process, perhaps to the point of reproducing an account characterized by ‘self fascination’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 72). However, such privileging was challenged theoretically by ascribing symbolic mastery as a means of understanding reflexivity in practice, and practically through reintroducing the research subjects into the research process, thus allowing reflexive moments to be woven into the analysis.  In understanding the potential for symbolic mastery to be practised by all actors involved in the research interaction, it gave two examples of how this might occur during fieldwork, showing how the research theme and biographically-created comparisons may provide reflexive sites throughout the research process. The empirical discussion, however, showed that it was difficult to separate reflexive processes from the thematic-led analysis, since many side-comments and informal exchanges formed an integral part of the interaction, and opened up the possibility to explore ‘reflexive spaces’. Of course, as with any mode of reflexivity, we are only ever able to gain a partial view ourselves and others, and the complexity of ascribing reflexivity upon others holds some problematic questions over the researcher’s projection of thoughts or feelings onto another individual. However, ‘sticky moments’ allow us to consider the ways in which research subjects acknowledge and consider their own positionality or biographically-created knowledge in relation to their dialogue and practice.

The themes and ideas discussed here are by no means revolutionary.  Over thirty years ago, Silverman and Jones (1973) focussed on the taken for granted assumptions made as a means of exploring the construction of knowledge within social interactions. Whilst life history interviews seek to encourage research subjects to make sense of their present situation through looking to the past (Davies, 1999), feminist research has long called for a holistic approach to participant involvement throughout the research process as part of a ‘new ethic of participation’ (Reinharz, 1983: 182-183). However, reflexivity is also increasingly featuring in larger debates about the future of the social sciences. As Sayer (2000: 173) notes, reflexivity, along with social trends relating to feminism, diversity and multi-culturalism has resulted in social science research becoming answerable to wider ethical or political debates, particularly in relation to the research interaction. Situated within an ‘interview society’ (Atkinson and Silverman 1997), it is unlikely the popularity of the research interview will decrease, particularly as negotiations over access and ethical practices make more intimate or prolonged forms of research extremely difficult to undertake. However, our responsibility to respondents is not limited to the interview itself. Ethical debates have developed from a standard protocol of consent, respect and privacy related issues, towards asserting a balance between bureaucratic form-filling and nurturing a morally active researcher (c.f. Richardson and McMullan, 2007: 1129). In one sense, introducing the reflexive dimension may be inviting interrogation from bureaucratic committees; indeed as Hoggett et al. (1994) note, the honest assessment in a reflexive account of research brings even more complex ethical issues to the fore. Creating a space for the voice of the participant during the analysis of data may inadvertently bring a new set of ethical and moral challenges to interview work. 

Yet as the increasing scrutiny of social science practice comes under the gaze of ethical concerns, considering the reflexive dimensions of the research interview can also help us understand and ameliorate the moral tensions in interpretation and representation within the research process. As Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992: 194) argue, ‘reflexivity makes possible a more responsible politics’, ensuring that we do not misrecognize one particular mode of knowing as more valid than another. I would argue that a more inclusive mode of reflexivity exemplified in this article opens up exciting possibilities in relation to how we situate the research subject within the overall research process. In turn, this may help to foster an arena where debates concerning how we conceptualise the reflexive ‘abilities’ of the research subject is key to larger epistemological debates. Moreover, providing a means through which our research subjects can be an integral part of the production and questioning of knowledge formation in the research process is not only a reflexive consideration but a key dimension of being an ethical, socially responsible researcher.  This suggests a need to go beyond the trend of grafting on tokenistic, self-indulgent or tick-the-box reflexive accounts and instead integrate reflexivity into both our theoretical commitments and our analytical framework.
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